Academia and Practitioner Perspectives on Competencies Required for Technical and Vocational Education Students in Malaysia: A Comparison with The ASTD WLP Competency Model  by Salleh, Kahirol Mohd et al.
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  186 ( 2015 )  20 – 27 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.04.110 
ScienceDirect
5th World Conference on Learning, Teaching and Educational Leadership, WCLTA 2014 
Academia and Practitioner Perspectives on Competencies Required 
for Technical and Vocational Education Students in Malaysia: A 
Comparison with The ASTD WLP Competency Model 
Kahirol Mohd Salleha*, Nor Lisa Sulaimana, Mimi Mohaffyza Mohamada, Lai Chee 
Serna 
aFaculty of Technical and Vocational Education,University of Tun Hussein Onn Malaysia, 86400 Parit Raja, Malaysia 
 
Abstract 
The aim of this paper is to explore the competencies perceived important by academics and practitioners in order to prepared 
graduates for workforce environments. Moreover, this paper examines the competencies that are perceived to be important by 
university faculty and practitioners in Malaysia. This paper is a qualitative study. Therefore, an interview has been used as an 
instrument to gather the data. Interviews with university faculty and workforce practitioners were thematically analyzed to 
compare and contrast their perspective on competencies. Additionally, this paper also examines the relationship between 
competencies and organization performance. Academia and practitioners from Malaysia were identified and a set of electronic 
interviews questionnaires were sent through e-mail to them to be answered.  Findings show that both academic faculty and 
workforce practitioners agree that graduates need to possess the necessary competencies before entering the workplace. It appears 
that most workplaces need graduates who are highly motivated and willing to learn within the organization. Additionally, the 
practitioners urge that practical training or internships are be an important element that has to be embedded into programs offered 
in universities.    
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1. Introduction 
As Malaysia moves into the post-industrial era, an increasing demand for on competent workers demands 
effective education and preparation. To become global players, organizations need to provide workers with new and 
broader skills than ever before in order to meet the challenges of todayÿ s workplace. The change in the 
employment paradigm occurred due to globalization and a better understanding on of how competent workers can 
reduce the cost of operations. The various changes taking place in the working world pose challenges to workers of 
all ages with regard both to continuous learning and the updating of competencies (Paloniemi, 2006). Given these 
circumstances, it has become increasingly valuable for workers to develop and improve their skills and work 
abilities systematically, especially for technical and vocational graduates. According to Grubb and Ryan (1999), 
individuals trained in a technical and vocational education programs most likely have jobs, the capability to upgrade 
their motor skills and knowledge or find jobs where they might use their newly acquired competencies for pre-
employment training, retraining, or remedial training. In this context, the meaning of learning in organizations, 
learning at work, acquiring knowledge and skills in the course of everyday learning and other informal learning and 
integrated forms of working and learning should become of crucial importance (Loogma, 2004). It is understandable 
that these changes occur in various ways and impact organizations worldwide, including Malaysia.  
In Malaysia for the past few years, the economy and society have been undergoing changes as the result of 
technological progress, an altering industrial structure, and a rapidly aging population. The concept of socially 
useful work as a means of improving workers in a moral sense became a well documented piece of human resource 
development. This concept can be translated to understanding the nature of work in the context of the workplace 
environment. The new trend is to transform the knowledge, expertise, and skills of workers in order to transform 
them into more competent employees better suited to the job market. To work effectively and meet the requirements 
of the job and organizations, workers must combine knowledge, skills, and other work-related capacities into 
specific competence actually needed (Loogma, 2004). The situation is forcing Malaysia to shift from their current 
practices in human resources to becoming more aware of trends in workforce competence and their positive social 
and economic impacts. Competence and expertise are seen as one of the most valuable resources of individuals, 
organizations, and societies (Paloniemi, 2006). As a result, national policies such as the Third Industrial Master Plan 
(IMP3), the Third Outline Perspective Plan (OPP3), the National Economic Policy (NEP), and others have indicated 
indirectly the challenges surrounding the issue of competencies in the workforce. Therefore, technical and 
vocational education has been responsive to the needs of human resource development.  As nations developed, 
trained workers become indispensable to the achievement of the national goals and technical and vocational 
education received endorsements and support from the government, public sectors and private sectors. Human 
resource officers need to play an active and guiding role in enabling an organization to choose its workers well, 
imbue the employees with the proper responsibilities, support their growth, and respect their needs in order to 
achieve the organizationÿs objectives (Long & Wan Ismail, 2008).  
In order to ensure that technical and vocational education contributes to human resource development, and 
minimize the competency gap between the academic environment and industrial needs, it is critical to analyze the 
perceptions of current experts. There is also a need for a high rate of participation of all affected stakeholders, 
including government, public sectors, private sectors, and others, in order to close the competency gap and 
differences in perspectives. Organizations and workers should be aware of and prepared for the transition to 
workforce competency demands. It is important to narrow the difference gap in needed competencies because it will 
lead to more training for the workers. According to Motwani, Frahm, and Kathawala (1994), training is a critical 
variable in the success or failure of a organization, it enable organizationÿs workforce to acquire competencies 
needed to improve and maintain the quality process. As technology develops at an increasing rate, some 
competencies are becoming obsolete and others come in greater demand. Thus flexible education programs that 
capable of adapting to the changing demands of the workforce markets can best support competent workers. This, in 
turn, will keep education programs relevant. Broader skill bases and more flexible education programs must be 
encouraged. Education programs should embrace the need for restructuring and shift away from the conventional 
forms of the theory based approach and instead focus more narrowly on work organization and be more work-based 
related (Curtain, 1990). Technical and vocational educations are designed to align with workforce demand.  
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This paper is designed to inform and balance between theory and practice regarding workforce competencies 
required prior to employment. Thus, the purpose of this study is to examine the core competencies perceived by 
academics and practitioners. These findings are compared to the Davis (2001) findings from recent studies by the 
American Society of Training and Development for Working and Learning Performance in the past few years. This 
study involves interviewing Technical and Vocational education faculty and industrial practitioners in order to 
examine how technical and vocational education can best contribute to human resource development. The ideally, 
when perceptions of current experts are analyzed and made visible, any gaps between the academic environment and 
industrial needs regarding workplace competencies are minimized.  
2. Theoretical Framework 
All A competency model was first developed by Pinto and Walker in 1978. The study to investigate the basic 
competencies required for Training and Development. The objective of the study is to define the basic skills, 
knowledge, and others attribute to performs training and development activities. However, only during the 1980’s 
did the American Society of Training and Development (ASTD) engage in research to determine competencies 
requested by employees in the United States of America. The research done by McLagan in 1989 has improved over 
time and was duplicated by other researchers who studied competencies in other fields. McLagan ĀModels for 
HRD Practiceā tried to look at Training and development by defining its current and future position of human 
resource. The study provided a comprehensive examination of human resource development field.  
The ASTD Workplace and Learning Performance (WLP) competencies model (1999) by Rothwell, Sander, and 
Soper was used as a theoretical framework in this study. It is the recent and most comprehensive human resource 
development competency study that had been done in the United States. The model combines all elements from 
previous studies including workplace, learning, and human performance. Therefore, this model is used as a 
theoretical framework.    
 
Fig. 1. Conceptual framework of workplace 
 
Based on the model in Figure 1, there are six core competencies identified by the ASTD which are needed by the 
employee to perform a task in the workplace. The model shows the conceptual framework and the importance of 
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competencies in organizations. Education will be the foundation of workers in an organization. Through years of 
working and experience gathered in the workplace, workers will enhance their skills, knowledge, and abilities 
through training and development provided by the employer. The six core competencies of business, analysis, 
leadership, technical skills, interpersonal skills, and technology will be incorporated during the training. As a result, 
workers will improve their competencies and their job performance. The ultimate goal will be to boost the 
organizationÿs performance and increase the organizationÿs revenue in the future.  
A number of studies have detailed and analyzed the competencies needed by industries in different settings (Pinto 
& Walker, 1978; McLagan, 1989; Rothwell, 1996; Rothwell, Sanders & Soper, 1999; Chen, 2003). This study 
intends to examine the competencies perceived by academia and practitioners as compared to the Davis (2001) 
findings. According on Davis (2001), the study shows that each of competency categories study (technical, business, 
interpersonal, and intellectual) was perceived as more appropriate by the practitioners than by students. No 
competency category was perceived as less appropriate by ASTD practitioners than by students. Based on the 
findings, there is the possibility that these competencies will vary in accordance with change over time. Moreover, 
this study will focus on technical and vocational education in Malaysia to explore the important aspects of 
competencies in human resource development in Malaysia. This paper also examines the competencies prior to 
employment that are perceived to be important by university faculty and practitioners in Malaysia.  
3. Methodology 
This qualitative study employed interview with participants in Malaysia in order to determine the skills gap 
between what academia provides and what practitioners need in workplace settings. Two faculty members from 
public universities were involved directly with the technical and vocational education programs. The practitioners 
are two human resource officers who employ technical and vocational education graduates. The interview questions 
were based on questionnaire from Yoo (1999). The instruments have been revised to suit a Malaysian setting. The 
modifications from the original instruments occur in order to reflect the respondentsÿ culture. The questions are 
focus more on competencies needed by the organizations.  
The interview topics included six domains from the ASTD which covers the areas of business, analysis, 
leadership, technical skills, interpersonal skills, and technological competencies. The study also reflects the 
respondentsÿ experiences and their perspectives on what they perceived to be important in the workplace settings. 
Follow up questions from the first interview permitted expansion of knowledge of certain areas and related topics. 
Although the questionnaire covers all the competency domains, the findings only show the substance of the workers 
knowledge, skills and abilities as a core competency from the competency model.  
Data were analyzed using various methodologies, such as thematic analysis, metaphor, coding, and themes 
pointing out a multi-perspective views. The purpose of using a thematic analysis is to examine the relationship 
between data sets that relate the patterns of themes into sub-themes. Themes were developed from the coding. 
Focused coding then divided the themes into sub-themes and focused more on the phenomenological aspects of this 
study. Comparisons are made based on the circumstances of which section of competencies that they rank as the 
most beneficial parts of the investigation, content analysis is used to focus on how to reduce the skills gap between 
what academia provides and what practitioners need. During the study several strategies were employed to assure 
the trustworthiness of the findings, such as member checking even though, this is an exploratory study.  
4. Findings and Discussions 
The study was based on what competencies that might work in real situations. In drawing up the competencies 
groups, some point from the literature review was pulled out. This will helps in clustering the competencies based 
on the group that contributes to organization performance. The finding then shows that the competencies need by 
both academia and practitioners can reduce the competencies gap for both parties. The findings from electronic 
interview indicate that both academics faculty and practitioners agreed that competencies contribute to organization 
performance. If employer can establish a link between competency development and organization performance, then 
it follows that certain types of competencies will be concurrently adding to workers skills (Murray, 2003). However, 
the findings also indicate that academics faculty and practitioners perceives different types of competencies needed 
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by the workers. It shows that the perspective from both academia and practitioners are contradictory when 
discussing about competencies. The academics faculty believed that workers should balance between the theory and 
practice while practitioners trusted that workers should have competencies before entering workplace. 
The study shows that the findings of this research will benefit the stakeholders, especially to the academics 
faculty and practitioners. In the academic environment, this study can be a tool to realign the curriculum in technical 
and vocational education. In addition, it outlines which competencies are most needed by the students before they 
enter the workforce. However, for the practitioner, the human resource officer will need to review the practice to 
realign with the graduateÿ s competencies. These findings could be the turning point to align the needs of 
stakeholders. Although the detailed findings will differ, at some point the competencies will improve student 
competencies before entering the workforce market. However, the results are based on the perspective of experts 
and it cannot be generalized to the current workforce in Malaysia.  
Data analysis begun with the aim of identifying statements that indicated of the themes. Findings are divided into 
four themes, competency, performance, environment, and training. For the analysis, a thematic analysis was chosen. 
The four themes capture the nature of organization performance for this study. The themes developed are based 
from literature review that supports competencies as contributors to organization performance. First, competency is 
the central focus of this study because it derives from organizational change. Second is performance which is the 
outcomes of the competencies demonstrated by the workers, and can be relate back to the organization’s 
achievement. Third is environment a factor which drives organizations, but this study is more focus on the internal 
environment. Lastly, training involving workers who need to upgrade their skills in order to meet the demands of the 
organization.  In most cases, the lack of performance is only partially due to the need for training, even when 
training is needed, a deficit of skills and knowledge is often a small part of the overall lack of performance (Berge, 
2008). Detailed explanations are provided below to discuss the themes based on the results. 
4.1. Competency 
It is seen through the transcribed data that both academics and practitioners agreed that competency is the most 
important element when hiring workers. For human resource officers, graduates that have competencies are in 
higher demand compared to those who do not have any competencies. Required and valued competencies differ 
from one organization to another, but being able to own is a major advantage for new workers. According to Ennis 
(2008), competencies are being used in others areas of human resource management to align the goals of an 
organization and talents of its workers. By identifying the type of competency needed by organization, the task is 
made easier for new workers. Human resource officers need to inform universities what competencies are needed to 
prepare graduates before they enter the workplace. The difference in graduates probably depends on the university 
program that the students were enrolled in. Being able to trigger what industry needs is a big advantage. As one 
participant of practitioner stated: 
 
“Good universities with a curriculum that prepares their graduates for the working 
world usually have such an awareness and development programs built into the 
academic calendar. Abilities and traits like leadership, communication & expression, 
persuasiveness, confidence, resourcefulness, creativity, thinking out of the box, respect, 
team spirit, deductive reasoning, personal drive & initiative, are all tested at the point of 
entry to gauge the extent of the graduates ‘raw material’. You would want someone to be 
fairly ‘upstream’ in these areas which will then enable the individual to plug into the 
organizational development systems and On Job Training/Development.”  
 
4.2. Performance 
In this research, performance can be associated with the organization’s outcome. A highest performance is 
believed to occur when the person’s capability or talent is consistent with the need of the job demand and the 
organizational environment (Boyatzis, 2008). It is an important element that drives organizations to select competent 
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workers. Most of the respondents highlight that a good working environment and culture contributed to better 
performance. As one participant of practitioner stated: 
 
 “A good working culture is one where the employees’ performance expectations are 
clearly spelled out, targets and standards are set, strengths and weaknesses are 
highlighted for the employees, supervisors, and peers are willing to teach and coach, and 
continuous feedback on the performance gap is given objectively and specifically.” 
 
Organization's performances are basically being scaled and evaluated by revenue. In case of academic settings, 
although most of the higher education institutions are ranked and labeled by academic achievement, in the 
workplace market only competent graduates will be hired. Many graduates, regardless of their ultimate career 
destination, will be recruited through a similar competence profile within the organization (Hart, Harrington, 
Arnold, & Loan-Clarke, 1999). Graduates competencies are vital to an organization because most of the 
organizations need to reduce costs by cutting the training costs for new workers. Therefore, graduates with similar 
competencies needed by organizations are the most likely to be hired. The pace of change in the workplace has led 
to an increased pressure on higher education institutions to provide programs that equip students with skills and 
attributes that will facilitate the education to employment transition and produce subsequent career progression 
(Nabi & Bagley, 1998). Additionally, the practitioners also argue that academics faculty should relate real life 
experience when teaching the university students. It will give the impact in which they claim can enhance students 
learning. The second example shows that respondents explaining how he view the performance gap between 
academics and practitioners. 
 
“Offset the academic staff with members from organizations to offer industry exposure.  
Pure academicians may not be able to relate real life industry practices, so students may 
not maximize their learning.” 
4.3. Environment 
One of the aspects that had been stressed from the transcribed data is how the environment drives the workers 
competencies and organization’s performance. Aspects of organization environment that are predicted to have 
important impact on the demonstration of competencies and the design of jobs an roles include culture and climate 
that surrounding the organization (Boyatzis, 2008). Additionally, study from Ahmad, Ramayah, Wilson, and 
Kummerow, (2010) also shows that environment has a significant effect to workers competencies. It is clear from 
the past studies that working environment in the organization contributes to workers competencies. Hence, need for 
competence and learning for competence are context-specific depending thus also on the learning potential of the 
job and organization learning environment (Loogma, 2004). As one participant of practitioner support the statement 
by saying that organization environment contribute to workers competencies: 
 
“Working conditions/environment which is motivating, inspiring or supportive will do a 
better job of developing the competencies of the workers.” 
It is apparent from above statement that the working environment and culture has a big impact to on the 
organization. New workers need to adopt and adapt to the organization’s environment in order to perform a better in 
their jobs. Organizational strategy deals with the relationship between the organization and the environment; it is a 
tremendously dynamic process, since there is an increasingly rapid change in all organizations’ environments 
(Dawson, 2000). 
“In my experience, Malaysia is subscribing to global best practices, and does not nor 
cannot allow culturally specific conditions or norms to impact competencies as that will 
ultimately effects performance and profitability. The ability to improve Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI) and the established number of Multinational Corporation’s (MNC) 
operating in Malaysia is testimony to that fact. It must be stressed that ‘efficiency’ is not 
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known by any other name in any company in any country. The ability to operate by 
increasing revenue and reducing costs is universal and competencies which do not 
support this are usually replaced.” 
 
In the organization, the culture will determine how effective employees will benefit. The results show both 
respondents academics and practitioners agreed that the organization’s culture influenced workers to be more 
competent. Organizations are more serious about quality and want to build a culture that makes continuous 
improvement for the workers (Motwani, Frahm, & Kathawala, 1994). The more suitable the cultures the better the 
organization will perform. An organization set the tone of the environment, bonds the people together, facilitates 
work behavior and the achievement of shared goals (Hassan, 2007). Basically, the organization’s environment 
shapes the worker’s attitudes and work performance. 
 
4.4. Training 
Most of the practitioners demand that workers come with some skill sets that can be developed throughout their 
career. The organization will provide suitable training for workers to improve their knowledge and skills. Most of 
the time it is based on the area or competencies that are shown by the workers. The use of competencies has been 
described as part of a process to manage or improve human performance at work through training or education 
(Hoffmann, 1999). The interview data captures some of the concerns of the practitioners. It is more about how 
academia can make the first year of working more productive for workers. 
 
“The practical training or industrial training/internship training period is limited. This 
kind of training should be for a minimum of 6 months to provide a good understanding of 
the applicable knowledge learned in university. Most of the time, when we hire new 
graduates, the first year of employment is not productive for the employer because they are 
going through their “learning curve” both in the aspects of technical HR/HRD knowledge 
application and soft skills such as self awareness/self presentation, self confidence, and 
interpersonal relations, all of which are very important in speeding up the learning curve.” 
 
The importance of training can be seen in all of the respondent’s views either the practitioners or academia’s. 
Training should be considered a substantial aspect in universities that offer such academic programs. 
5. Conclusion 
This study was intended to examine the competencies perceived to be important by academics and practitioners 
in Malaysia. Findings underscore some key for human capital building. The process of training workers to perform 
per the organizations desired requires a lot of effort and time. To shorten this time, organizations urged academia to 
better train the workers at the university level to gain as much skills as possible. Respondents also suggested that 
academics that teach the university get as much practical experience as they can to balance theory and practice. The 
practitioners see this approach as one of the way to close the gap between academics and industry.  
The results of this study suggest that the academia should be more flexible with the academic programs. 
Feedback is needed from the practitioners in order to improve the curriculum and content of the academic programs. 
By giving this input, academia can shape the outcome to be more in line with the needs of the industry. This win-
win situation will benefit both parties for in the long run.  
The findings of this study suggest the importance of competencies in improving the organization’s performance. 
From the transcribed data, it is clear that both academics and practitioners agreed that the competencies play a major 
role for graduates upon entering the workforce. However, types of competencies differ from the perspective of 
academia and practitioners. Examining the data, shows that practitioners are more pragmatic and needs workers that 
can solve problems. On the other hand, academics are more concerned with balancing theory and practice with their 
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graduates.  It is also intended to inform the design of a longer study in the future. The findings and framework can 
be used as a benchmark and can be improved over time. 
In conclusion the findings suggest that both academia and practitioners need to sit down and further discuss on 
what are competencies are needed by the graduates. There is no absolute answer regarding which competencies are 
most needed by the industry. As the technology progresses the demand for new competencies also grows and the 
need to revised competencies is already present. Further researches is required to see the impact of current 
competencies and do see if the same competencies from five years ago are even still in demand.  
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